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The Everything®Songwritting Series


Dear Reader:


When I read a songwriting book, my first question is, “Can the person who wrote this book write a great song?” In case you’re asking the same question, the answer is … I don’t know. I’ve had some cuts, Indies and major, and more holds than I can count (which isn’t very high or I’d be a drummer), but any success I’ve had has more to do with other people than with me.


My folks helped keep me in Ramen and believed when I didn’t. Mentors like Chris Wallin, Anthony Smith, and Scott Gunter helped me write songs at a level I never knew was possible. Co-writers like Camille Wallin, Al DeTrolio, and Roxie Rogers brought out the best in me and waited patiently while this book was being written. The members of Tunesmith.net taught me how much can be learned by teaching.


If The Everything ® Songwriting Book gets you where you’re going, yo u have them to thank more than me, and if you have half as much fun reading it as I’ve had writing it, we’ll all be very happy.
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Top Ten Characteristics of a Great Song



1. An idea that has an original element; if it’s been done, it’s not great.


2. A common thread, musical and/or lyrical, that people react to on a gut level; if they don’t relate, it’s not great.


3. A killer hook. You need one line that sums it all up and concentrates the message and the emotion into one climactic moment; if there’s no payoff, it’s not great.


4. A well-reinforced hook. The story should create a tension that peaks or resolves itself in the hook. Also, people have to be able to remember what your song is called when they go to the record store to buy it or call up the radio station to request it; if there’s no build and release, it’s not great.


5. A great story, even if it’s a simple emotional snapshot, needs to have something interesting to draw the listener in; if it’s boring, it’s not great.


6. Real feelings; if it’s fake, it’s not great.


7. Well-crafted lyrics that get the story and the feelings across in a clear, accessible manner; if nobody understands it, it’s not great.


8. A catchy melody, one that is not only memorable, but also has prosody to complement the lyrics; if it doesn’t “sing,” it’s not great.


9. A performance and production that captures the essence of the song; even “Stardust” sounds like a bad song when some tone-deaf tequila chugger tries it at karaoke night; if it sounds awful, it can’t be great.


10. A great publisher or plugger to get it cut; a song isn’t great until it’s out there doing its job, touching lives, and earning money.









Introduction


[image: ] SONGS ARE A MULTIBILLION-DOLLAR BUSINESS. Unfortunately, only one in every several thousand songwriters will see any significant income for his or her efforts. Why is this? In part, it may be because there are several million songwriters on the planet competing for a couple thousand jobs. Lack of true desire also plays a role; songwriting is a great hobby, but few want to put in the amount of effort it requires to become a professional tunesmith.


Of those who have the talent and desire, the main reason for failure is lack of information. Songwriting as a profession encompasses multiple disciplines and areas of expertise. It’s not enough to know how to write a great song; you must also be able to shape and develop the song to reach the intended audience and make sure that it gets properly demo-ed, heard by the right people, marketed, cut, produced, and marketed some more. Competition within the songwriting world is friendly but fierce, and a weakness or lack of knowledge in just one area has been the downfall of countless “good” writers.


Yes, there are people whose job it is to record, produce, and do all the other things that help a song on its way to the top, but they don’t always know what they’re doing and they’re not always on your side. The best way to ensure success is to know how these jobs are supposed to be done and how the result can affect your song. With that thought in mind, The Everything® Songwriting Book is designed to be a comprehensive overview of as many elements of songwriting and the songwriting business as possible.


You may notice that, at times, this book moves frequently between the “nuts and bolts,” technical part of songwriting (known as the “craft” side) and the ephemeral, spiritual, sometimes mystical “art” side, with occasional forays into the nasty, convoluted maze of the business side. This is because being a professional songwriter means living in a state of flux between these three worlds. In order to find a balance between expressing yourself as an artist and reaching other people with your art, or between making good music and making a good living, it’s necessary to learn to juggle these seemingly disparate elements.


While some music history is included in the text of this book, it is by no stretch of the imagination a comprehensive history of music. It’s merely a basic overview with special attention given to events, inventions, people, and things that affected songwriting and songwriters. For the serious or advanced writer, further study of music history may prove helpful in understanding the ways in which market trends develop and what kinds of songs are more immune to market change than others. To put it another way, knowing where songwriting has been will help you figure out why it is where it is—and where it’s going to go next.


If you simply can’t wait to start writing a song, feel free to skip the historical bits and come back to them later. There won’t be a quiz, you won’t flunk or get detention. Of course, you might miss the part about the secret handshake, developed by sixteenth-century songwriting monks, the one that can still get you into a publisher’s office today, but you didn’t want to know that anyway, did you? Seriously, while no book can give you a guaranteed recipe for success in this or any other business, this book can give you the ingredients for that recipe and teach you how to combine them in a way that, hopefully, will have listeners asking for seconds. So, are you hungry yet? Well, then let’s get cookin’.[image: ]







Chapter 1


History of Songwriting


To understand the history of songwriting, it’s necessary to understand the history of music. Factors like cultural change and the invention of new instruments or technologies influence the way in which songs are written. And when a new kind of music comes around, composers or songwriters are mostly responsible, so the history of music is the history of songwriting.


Origins of Music


No one knows where the first song came from. Did Neolithic men sing around the first campfire? Did Adam croon a tune to Eve in the Garden of Eden? We may never know. Many believe that rhythmic chanting with percussive accompaniment from weapons may have been the first form of song. Prehistoric Rap? Well, sort of….


At some point, ancient people discovered that blowing across a hollow tube, like an animal bone or reed, produced a pleasing tone and that a string under tension (like a hunting bow) sounded pretty cool. An archeological dig in the Ukraine has uncovered 20,000-year-old flutes made of wooly mammoth bones—you won’t find those at your local music store!
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Roman writers, Cicero among them, were perhaps the first to leave a written record of the use of music for purely entertainment or artistic purposes. Ancient Roman manuscripts give us the first known descriptions of events where music was made simply for the sake of making music, separate from educational, work-related, or ceremonial uses.





The First Song, the First Songwriter


Most songs and songwriters of the pre-Renaissance world have been forever obscured by time. Even after the development of musical notation, songs were mostly passed down through the generations by rote and modified to suit the changing times without reference or regard to the original songwriter.


We have no idea where the first song originated, who wrote it, what instrument was used, if there were lyrics, or what culture fostered its conception. What we can be sure of is that whoever wrote the first song probably had no idea of the importance of what was occurring, only that something wonderful was happening. That feeling is common to all songwriters, whether they are professionals or amateurs, rock stars, classical composers, Music Row hit-makers, or any other lucky soul who writes songs for fun or profit.


Tribal Music


Some of the first music happened in a tribal setting. Early tribes used drums and horns to communicate across long distances. Setting music in the context of a language and encouraging the development of a musical vocabulary probably hastened music development. Ancient people also used music for religious rites, festivals, and as a form of oral history.


Work songs, Chanties, Marching Songs


One of the earliest song forms, worksongs, were sung to relieve the boredom of repetitive labor and provided a rhythm to keep a work crew in synch. One of the basic forms of the work song is the field holler, sung by farmers, serfs, and slaves while tending crops.
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Work songs were usually written by the ordinary working people who used them. From these humble beginnings have sprung a wealth of past and present musical forms; work songs influenced most later musical forms. Today, historians find work songs a rich resource of information about the people and times from which they originate.





Another work song variant, the “ chanty” was a favorite of sailors. To prepare a large vessel to sail, steer, drop anchor for the night, or make the ship safe from an oncoming storm requires large crews of people to work together in precise coordination. The sea chanty provided a rhythm to keep things running smoothly at times when a mistake could mean disaster for the whole crew.


You could say that marching songs are a subset of work songs. By establishing a beat, marching songs helped people walk as an organized group, thus moving more quickly and at a uniform speed. By setting a pace, marching songs allowed for precise timing in processions and parades. One of the most famous marching songs is undoubtedly Yankee Doodle, sung by American soldiers during the Revolutionary War. In many cultures, work songs are still a part of everyday life.


Ancient Music


Knowledge on ancient music is fragmentary and information on ancient songwriters even more so. Some ideas, like the invention of string instruments, seem to have developed independently in different parts of the world. Others, like Pythagoras’s discovery of the mathematical relationships of musical intervals, appear to have originated in one place and spread from there. The picture we have of musical history is still changing, as new information is unearthed and old information re-examined in light of new facts and theories. The little we do know suggests that creators of music in the ancient world were often highly regarded, at times revered, and in some cases, possibly even paid.


Perhaps the earliest known polyphonic music (music with different notes being played at the same time) is recorded on a set of clay tablets found in Syria and believed to be almost 3,500 years old. The tablets contain lyrics and music for a song, including accompaniment, vocal melody and harmony, and even tuning instructions for the harp. Until the discovery of these tablets, most historians believed that all music composed before about A.D. 400 was monophonic (having only one melodic line with no harmony or counterpoint).


In the World of the Ancient Greeks


One of first cultures known to have developed a system of music theory is that of ancient Greece. Somewhere around 500 B.C., the Greeks started classifying musical scales and modes. Many of the musical modes used today (Lydian, Dorian, Aeolian, and so on) take their names from the Greek system.


Greek notation was not developed enough to communicate ideas precisely, so we don’t really know what their music sounded like. But we do know that the Greeks were possibly the first people to study the effects of music on the mood. Ancient Greek writings discuss how different modes and instruments affect the mental and emotional state of the listener. Impressed with this seemingly magical power, they believed music capable of moving physical objects and influencing the will of the gods.


In Hebrew Culture


Music also played an important part in ancient Hebrew culture. The book of Psalms in the Old Testament contains song lyrics, and some versions have notation marks that are similar to those later used to illustrate melodies in Christian Plainchants.


Since only copies exist, it’s not known if the notation found in these books is part of the original manuscript. We do know, however, that the Hebrew King David was a well-regarded musician and songwriter.
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According to Norse mythology, the sounding of a magical horn will signal the world-ending battle of Ragnarok (something like Armageddon). In the Judeo-Christian story of Jericho, a trumpet blast toppled the city walls. Among the mythological deities directly linked to certain instruments are Apollo (kithara), Hermes (lyre), Dionysus (aulos), and Pan (pipes).





Evensongs and Plainsongs


Greek and Hebrew music were the main influences in the development of Plainsong, from which most modern music is descended. Also called plainchant, chant, or Gregorian chant, plainsong originated as a form of worship music in the early Christian Church.


Plainsongs were monophonic, which led historians to mistakenly believe that all music predating the plainsong must have been as well. For several centuries, plainsong was the only formally composed music in most of the Western world.


Bards and Minstrels


We’re not sure exactly when singers, musicians, and songwriters started getting paid (or how many seconds after that first “paid gig” they quit their day jobs). Myths and historical accounts from thousands of years ago mention musicians performing for the pleasure of kings and gods alike. In various times and places, they have been called bards, minstrels, jongleurs, minnesingers, and a lot of other things. Some traveled; others found steady employment and stayed in one place. In many ways, the modern singer-songwriter has more in common with these performers than with the composers of formal court music who were the better-known songwriters of early times.


Middle Ages and the Renaissance


During the Middle Ages in Europe, it became fashionable among royalty to have groups of musicians play to entertain the court of lesser nobles, visiting dignitaries, and various hangers-on surrounding them. As these performing ensembles became larger and more organized, the nobility began retaining conductors and composers, the same person often filling both roles, to direct the players and provide new music. The fortunate outcome of this was that songwriters were subsidized to devote significant amounts of time to composing.
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The lute, a guitar-like instrument, was one of the most popular instruments of the Renaissance period. Too quiet for large-ensemble music, the lute was often used by singers to accompany themselves in cozier settings, often to impress members of the opposite sex. Evidently, some things never change.





The Age of Rebirth


More musical changes would come with the dawn of the Renaissance, a word that means “rebirth”, because of the revival of older artistic styles in music as well as in other arts and sciences, which had been largely stagnant since the fall of the Roman Empire.


The Renaissance began in Italy in the fourteenth century and lasted until the sixteenth century. This period brought about an enormous shift in the fortunes of composers. As independence and creativity gained value, composers ventured beyond the restrictive forms of medieval music and developed more individual styles. The introduction of the moveable-type printing press to Europe was another big change. Printed sheet music became relatively inexpensive and could be shipped to more places than a composer could possibly hope to travel. Taken together, these changes meant that, for the first time, it was possible for composers of music to become world renowned in their own lifetimes.


Ballet


Ballet was a Renaissance innovation that combined court music with dance. Balthasar de Beaujoyeulx staged what many consider to be the first ballet in 1581. Originally, ballet used sung or spoken interludes to fill in the plot. As the art form developed, composers used music and dance to tell the story and stopped using lyrics. The earliest ballet dancers were French nobility, including King Louis XIV.


Opera


Another musical innovation of the Renaissance, the opera originated in Italy in the late-sixteenth century. The 1597 opera Dafne, by Italian composer Jacopo Peri, is considered by many to have been the first true opera. While no copies of Dafne exist, two complete operas from the year 1600—one of them by Peri—have survived intact. Part of opera’s importance is that it put emphasis on individual singers.


Baroque Music


The Baroque Age followed the Renaissance, lasting until the mid-eighteenth century. This period was witness to large-scale changes in the way music was written and performed.
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The patrons who financed Baroque composers considered music a disposable commodity to be listened to and thrown away, usually without being published. Of more than a thousand surviving pieces by Bach, only eight were published in his lifetime.





Previously, music was mostly used to complement lyrics. But Baroque composers found a different approach—they used music directly, to express emotions and tell stories. While Renaissance music stressed polyphony (several competing melodic lines), Baroque music used homophony (chords played under a single melody). Moreover, musicians of the Baroque period were expected to embellish and improvise upon the written parts.


Classical and Romantic Music


The late-eighteenth century witnessed the birth of both the classical and Romantic forms of music. Many composers of the time wrote in both styles, or even combined them. During the Classico-Romantic period, the way in which lyrics were written changed significantly. Up to this point, most lyrics for formal music were written in Italian, French, or Latin. Composers in this period began writing in their native languages, which helped increase the popularity of Classico-Romantic music in England and Germany.


Symphonic Music


The symphony, perhaps the best known of all classical forms, had its immediate predecessor in the work of Johann Stamitz, a mid-eighteenth-century German composer. Basing his work on a form of Baroque opera music called “sinfonia,” Stamitz added dynamic and tempo changes, chords played in unison (as opposed to counterpoint), and notation that was explicitly written out instead of being somewhat open to interpretation. Stamitz’s work also contributed greatly to the development of the sonata and string quartet forms.
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Many classical and Romantic composers got melodic ideas from folk songs and work songs. Improvised music and the study of other people’s compositions were also areas of inspiration. Ideas for subject matter often came from religion, myth, or literature.





The Birth of American Music


As the Industrial Revolution gave rise to a larger and more affluent middle class, music became an affordable hobby for more people. Music was becoming a business, and a brisk trade evolved in the selling of printed sheet music for popular songs. This meant that the writers of those songs could actually make money for licensing their work to be reproduced.


Some of the first known contracts between a songwriter and a publisher were for the songs of Stephen Foster, the most popular songwriter of his time and arguably the first modern songwriter. Foster received only a tiny fraction of what his songs would have earned today, and he was often the victim of piracy by publishers and performers alike. At age thirty-seven, he died with the clothes on his back and thirty-eight cents in his pocket.


But the American music industry continued to change and grow. The twentieth century saw the most dramatic changes in songwriting of any period in history. The invention of affordable devices that could record, duplicate, broadcast, and amplify music completely changed the industry, as the average person gained more access to music.
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The first national anthem of record is that of Great Britain, “God save the King” (or “Queen”), which dates back to at least 1745. The idea quickly spread throughout Europe and the rest of the world. These days, nearly every country, state, province and, in some cases, city, has an official song.





Birth of the Blues


The blues was born of work songs that combined African rhythms and melodies with those of American and European folk and sacred music. The blues first appeared around the time of the Civil War and became a recognized style around 1900. Early blues writers seldom received credit for their work—publishers, record executives, and recording artists often falsely claimed authorship of songs. The importance of the blues in American music is undeniable; it influenced the development of rock, R&B, country, jazz, and many other forms of music.


Ragtime and Jazz


Ragtime, a mixture of classical music with blues and folk idioms, emerged just before the turn of the twentieth century with the works of composer Scott Joplin. Ragtime’s bouncy rhythms and fresh, new sound quickly made it popular in the United States and abroad. “Tin Pan Alley” songwriters soon picked up on the popularity of the new form; Irving Berlin’s “Alexander’s Ragtime Band” became a huge hit and propelled ragtime to the forefront of popular music.


An offshoot of ragtime, jazz took a sophisticated compositional approach and applied it to other emerging forms of American music. This allowed jazz to capture the ear of the upscale crowd, while its raucous, improvisational nature also made it a natural fit for the wild times of prohibition. Though it was later overshadowed by more mainstream styles, jazz evolved with the times and has retained a steady share of the music market over the years and into the new millennium.


Expansion of Music Media


Sound recording was invented in the early 1800s. Unfortunately, no one could figure out how to play back recorded sounds until Thomas Edison invented the phonograph over seventy years later. Even after Edison’s marvelous discovery, it took the innovations of many more inventors to find affordable ways to copy recorded material. As recordings became more affordable, the market grew and the record business became a moneymaker for publishers and songwriters.


The Radio


The next important step was the invention of the radio, and it’s still debated as to who invented it. Certainly, Tesla, Marconi, De Forest, and several others all deserve some credit. The first commercial radio stations began to spring up around 1920. Within a few years, radio had become an important part of the music business, presenting the opportunity for a single performance of a song, live or recorded, to reach millions of people.


Radio also spawned a new and profitable genre, the jingle, a short song that advertises a product. Jingles are good for songwriters in two ways: Songwriters make money for writing jingles, and revenues from airing jingles and other commercial advertisements are the main source of income for radio stations, which pay performance royalties collected by songwriters.
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Affordable audio copies and broadcast performances suddenly made songwriting a potentially profitable profession. The Copyright Act of 1909 gave songwriters a whopping “two cents per copy” royalty to split with publishers. Soon thereafter, the American Society of Authors, Composers, and Publishers (ASCAP) began collecting performance royalties from radio stations and live venues.





Movie Soundtracks


With the advent of movies, a new chapter in music history was born. Early movies didn’t have sound, but some theatre owners began having organists or pianists play along with movies to spice things up. Eventually, moviemakers started commissioning scores to be written for their films, recording them onto disks, which were then played on a separate machine. When movies with sound were invented, some songwriters made whole careers of writing songs and soundtracks for movies.


The Hit Parade Era


In the mid-twentieth century, a popular form of radio show emerged, the “hit parade” or “countdown.” These shows were novel in that they played the most popular songs and didn’t stick to any genre. In addition to pop singers of the day, you might hear a swing band, a country-western singer, or any number of other styles of music. This musical cross-pollination was a preview of things to come.


Swing and Big Band


Swing music, also called “big band,” was a union of jazz and blues traditions with compositional elements, ensemble size, and instrumentation more akin to symphonic music than to the small ensembles and loose arrangements of the former genres. In the swing orchestra, bandleaders worked out elaborate structures and precise arrangements for melody-driven tunes.


Country Music


Country music has roots in the songs of Appalachia, which were based on the folk traditions of Scotland, Ireland, and England. Cowboy songs (a form of work song), post-Reformation hymns, and the blues were also seminal influences in the development of country music. Originally called “old time music” or “hillbilly music,” country evolved rapidly when WSM-AM 650 began broadcasting the Grand Ole Opry in 1925. Today, Nashville, Tennessee, the hub city of country music, is home to the largest songwriting community on earth.


Doo-Wop and R&B


In the late 1930s, vocal groups began exploring an a cappella–based style of music that became known as “doo-wop.” Originally an urban form of street music, doo-wop used voices to fill roles usually reserved for instruments. After years as a marginal genre, doo-wop exploded in 1953, then merged with rock and roll. Doo-wop contributed greatly to the development of rock-n-roll and R&B and even influenced country music via vocal groups like the Jordanaires.
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What is R&B?


R&B is short for rhythm and blues and this music style is just what it sounds like, a combination of blues with rhythms from other styles of music.





Jump (a form of blues), boogie-woogie, jazz, swing, and gospel were the initial influences leading up to the birth of R&B in the late 1940s. R&B gave rise to soul music and was a big influence on rock-n-roll and other styles.


Rock and Roll


Rock and roll music, also called rock-n-roll or simply rock, was possibly the most important musical influence, both artistically and commercially, of the late-twentieth century. Rock’s roots in blues, doo-wop, country, R&B, jazz, pop, and folk gave it a broad appeal, and the ability of rock-n-roll songwriters to draw influence from nearly all other styles made Rock adaptable to virtually any musical taste. Rock not only influenced other art forms, but also language, fashion, and politics. Rock and roll firmly established the young working class as the major music market. A number of different technological and social factors combined to make this possible:




	Commercial advertising revenues made radio a profitable industry, causing thousands of radio stations to spring up all over the world.



	The growing reach and affordability of radio made it possible for almost anyone to have access to musical broadcasts on a regular basis.



	Inexpensive record players allowed working class people to have recorded copies of their favorite songs and performing artists right in the home.



	Electric instruments and public address systems let rock musicians perform live concerts for huge audiences.



	The small size and relative portability of a rock band made it much more potentially profitable than a symphony or swing band.



	Rock’s demographic, the post-WWII “baby boom” generation, was the largest potential market in history.
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Rock broke down racial barriers—the racial diversity of rock’s performers and its roots in country and blues made it accessible, yet new and exciting, to teens of different backgrounds. This brought together different markets and gave rock-n-roll an even bigger slice of the demographic pie.





Rock-n-Roll Family Tree


Rock-n-roll may be the most diverse musical genre the world has ever known. A partial list of some of the better-known rock-n-roll sub-genres would include the following:




	Rockabilly



	Surf music



	Folk rock



	Blues rock



	Psychedelic rock



	Pop rock



	Acid rock



	Country rock



	Hard rock



	Southern rock



	Soft rock



	Swamp rock



	AOR



	Prog-rock



	Jazz rock



	Symphonic rock



	Heavy metal



	Punk



	New wave



	Speed metal



	Jam



	Thrash



	Death metal



	Hardcore



	Grunge



	Alternative



	Melodicore



	Emo



	Goth rock



	Nu-Metal



	Rap metal



	Indie rock



	College rock



	Arena rock



	Roots rock
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Just as composers of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries often wrote both classical and Romantic music, late-twentieth-century songwriters often wrote more than one style. A professional songwriter of the rock-n-roll age could have hits in the rock, soul, and country genres, sometimes with the same song.





And this is just to name a few! Rock-n-roll has also influenced nearly every other form of music. As radio markets became less segregated, record labels began using professional songwriters to write radio-friendly hits for R&B acts. These songwriters infused R&B with rock-n-roll’s teen appeal and pop’s approach to songcraft. The result was called soul. Many regions had their own brands of soul. One in particular, Detroit’s “Motown” style, became so popular that it is considered by many to be a separate genre. Soul music was instrumental in the rise of funk, disco, hip-hop, rap, modern R&B, and nu-soul, and influenced rock, pop, and country.


Songwriting Empires


A few times in recent history, enough talented songwriters have gathered in one place and had sufficient success with a particular set of techniques to become famous as a group or school of writing. Here’s a quick look at the “big three”: Tin Pan Alley, Brill Building, and Music Row.


Tin Pan Alley


In the late 1800s, the Tin Pan Alley area of New York City became the songwriting capital of the world, and it held on to that status for nearly seventy years. In the early days, publishing revenues mostly came from the sale of sheet music. Traveling performers exposed the public to new songs and people then bought sheet music for the song, so they could play it at home. Most of these touring acts were based in or booked out of New York, making it the perfect place to start a publishing business. Eventually, royalties from record sales outstripped those from sheet music, and the more record-oriented Brill Building empire eclipsed the sales from Tin Pan Alley.


Brill Building


The second New York City based songwriting empire centered around the Brill Building on Broadway. As record sales outstripped sheet music and rock and soul became the dominant genres, a new generation of songwriters rose to prominence. By applying Tin Pan Alley’s successful strategies to newer forms of music, Brill Building songwriters ruled the charts for many years.


Music Row


Music Row became a major player in the music business in the 1950s. RCA Records, in need of a regional office in the Southeast, set up shop near downtown Nashville. Already in the process of becoming a music hub, Nashville quickly blossomed as other record companies and music publishers from both coasts followed suit. Today, Music Row is home to hundreds of publishers and record labels, the nearby Berry Hill district boasts hundreds of recording studios, and Nashville is home to more than 20,000 songwriters by some estimates.


The Music of Today


Today, music draws influences from an increasingly diverse genre pool. Songwriters such as David Byrne and Paul Simon combine pop with African and world music. Nashville songwriters like Anthony Smith and Chris Wallin add elements of modern rock, funk, and alt (alternative) to country, while continuing to develop its rich storytelling tradition. Rock keeps changing, fusing with newer styles like hip-hop and recombining with its own sub-genres. The critics who said rock-n-roll wouldn’t last have grown silent, while their successors say the same about rap and hip-hop. [image: ]




Chapter 2


Getting Started


Many people think that songwriters just sit down and voilà!—a beautiful, perfect song magically starts pouring out within seconds. While this does happen sometimes, it’s the exception and not the rule. It takes hard work and some preparation, and there are lots of tricks and tools used by professionals that can help get you off on the right track.


The Most Important Points


What do you need to know in order to write a song? Many people, including professional musicians and singers, feel that there are a number of important things they absolutely must know even before they can begin. The problem is, they have no idea what these things are or where they can be learned. But in reality, the only crucial element you absolutely must know before you can write your first song is, simply, that you can do it.


So the good news is, you don’t need any special knowledge to write a song. You can go and write one now. But it doesn’t mean it’s going to be a great song. With a few extremely rare exceptions, songwriters usually spend several years learning how to make a good song great.


The First Rule of Songwriting


The one unchangeable rule of songwriting is this: All rules are subject to change. If you walk into a publisher’s office with a song that’s a surefire hit for 1987, you will probably walk out with a disappointed look on your face three and a half minutes later. But that could change next year: Eighties revival music could be the next big thing. Of course, it could be Bolivian folk music or polka—you just never know. A few years ago, salsa and Christian contemporary formats weren’t even listed on major music charts. These days, you can make serious money writing for these genres.
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A study of the hits of the last few decades will reveal patterns useful to the enterprising songwriter. Demographic trends and world events may influence the subject, style, groove, and other factors of popular songs at a given time. Be aware of these factors when you write or make selections from your catalog for pitching.





Most rules of songwriting have changed at one time or another. Think lyrics are a must for a pop hit? Look up Floyd Cramer’s “Last Date” or Vangelis’s “Chariots of Fire”—the melody may be the most crucial element. On the other hand, most rap songs replace melodies (as they are recognizable to people brought up listening to the twelve-note scale, used in most popular music) with music samples. The point is this: Pay attention to what’s going on right now and try to figure out what will happen next. Trends in popular music can change quickly and dramatically. It’s not unheard of for a publisher to fire half of the songwriting staff after a market change. The rules change from time to time. If you know them, you’ll be prepared for the changes and able to deal with them.


It’s Up to You


You need to pay attention to the trends if your goal is to make money and earn artistic kudos with songwriting. Otherwise, you can write songs any way you please and no one can stop you. There are, however, guidelines that can help make your songs enjoyable to more people, yourself included.


The Songwriter’s Toolbox


The first order of business for a beginning songwriter is to assemble the tools needed for the job. Which tools you need is your decision. The important thing is to assemble them in one place and keep them there when not in use. Otherwise, you may find that your significant other has written a grocery list on your new song or your dog has made a chew toy of your “lucky lyric” pen.
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Different toolboxes and sets of tools suit different needs: You might not need reference books for a half-hour lunch break at work but you might want a couple of favorites for a long trip. Use a desk drawer or a toolbox at home, a satchel at work, and a backpack to take to the park.





A desk drawer makes a good songwriter’s toolbox. Backpacks, briefcases, tackle boxes, and book bags have the advantage of being portable. Some writers even pack the bare essentials into their guitar cases. Things you might want in your toolbox are simple—something with which to write (like a pen), something on which to write (like paper), some reference books, and a small, portable recording device.


Pens, Pencils, Chalkboards, and Word Processors


Some songwriters can write on anything or with anything. As rumor has it, a popular Rolling Stones song was written with an eyeliner pencil on the back of a hotel room ironing board. Other songwriters are particular, even superstitious, about what they use. The most popular combination is probably a #2 pencil and a yellow legal pad. Some songwriters prefer ballpoint pens and unlined paper. Others prefer a mechanical pencil, a gum eraser, and “eleven-line” paper (which allows for the melody to be written above the chords in standard notation and the bottom line for lyrics). Some even use large chalkboards. Many songwriters find that a computer gives them the option of creating multiple versions of a song, cutting and pasting words or lines to different places, and having “ready to print” lyric sheets when finished. Try all of these options and find the one that works best for you.
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You’ll need to acquire serious verbal skills to compete with pro writers. How? By doing what they do! Many pro songwriters do crossword puzzles and play games that focus on vocabulary and language skills. Reading is a double whammy: It helps develop language skills and is also a great source for song ideas.





Whatever you use, make at least two copies as soon as the song is finished. Put one in your toolbox and put one in a safe place other than your home. Why? If your computer crashes, your house burns down, or your significant other goes insane and starts merrily feeding your songs into the shredder, you’ll be very glad that you have extra copies stashed away.


You’ll also want a recording device to capture the melody and groove of your song. Portable recorders with built-in microphones are available in a number of recording formats and are perfect for your toolbox. Make sure the recorder you buy has either removable media (something you can take out of the machine and copy, like a cassette) or a “line out” so you can transfer the recording to another medium.


Reference Books Every Songwriter Should Own


Somewhere, you’ll want to keep a stash of books to be used as part of the songwriting process, and you may want paperback versions if you travel frequently. Here’s a list to get you started:




	A new dictionary that includes slang terms



	A rhyming dictionary



	A thesaurus and/or synonym finder



	At least one book of popular quotations



	A set of encyclopedias



	Recent newspapers or periodicals (for song ideas)






Also consider reference books that list homonyms, homophones, antonyms, phrases, sayings, quotes, puns, and so forth—anything that helps you think about words. Many of these reference materials can be found in software or online versions.


A Good Writing Environment


Where do you plan to write? Finding a place, or several, where you feel comfortable can boost the creative process. Many songwriters talk of hot spots, places, or rooms where they write well. Some successful writers have getaways in the mountains or by the ocean where the peace and beauty of the surroundings brings out their best work. Some find they do their best writing in the car, on a walk, in a coffee shop, or on a city bus. Find out what works for you.


Caffeine and Snacks


Coffee and other caffeinated beverages can be a songwriter’s best friend—or worst enemy. Caffeine makes the brain work faster, effectively raising the IQ. Some songwriters find that ideas flow more quickly after a cup of coffee, tea, or other caffeinated beverage. However, some people get jittery and have trouble focusing. If you have high blood pressure, heart problems, or any condition that might be affected by caffeine, drinking coffee may not be the best thing for you.
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